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AIRLINE TICKET PAYMENT AND RESERVATION SYSTEM AND 

METHODS 

CROSS-REFERENCES TO RELATED APPLICATIONS 
5 [0001] This application is a continuation-in-part application and claims the benefit of U.S. 
Application No. 10/444,1 11, filed May 21, 2003, which is a continuation-in-part application 
of U.S. Application No. 10/112,258, filed March 29, 2002, which is a continuation-in-part of 
U.S. Application No. 10/007,701, filed December 10, 2001, which is a continuation-in-part of 
U.S. Application No. 09/823,697, filed March 31, 2001, and U. S. Application No. 
10 09/990,702, filed November 9, 2001, the complete disclosures of which are also incorporated 
herein by reference. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
[0002] The present invention relates generally to financial transaction systems and 
1 5 methodologies, and in particular to methods and systems for making payments and 

consummating staged transactions based on a consumer or transaction identification. In one 
particular aspect, the invention relates to making payments for travel tickets, such as an 
airline ticket, following the making of the reservation. 

[0003] A wide variety of payment methods are available to consumers of goods and 
20 services. In addition to currency, consumers are often able to use their credit in making 

purchases. A common system for making credit purchases involves the use of a credit card 
provided by a credit card issuer, such as a commercial bank or other financial institution. 
Non-credit transactions can be handled by debit cards, which utilize funds already deposited 
by the consumer for payment purposes. 

25 [0004] Many types of payment methodologies are dependent upon consumers having 
relationships with financial institutions such as banks, credit unions, etc. However, a 
substantial percentage of consumers do not use such conventional financial institutions. 
These consumers are often referred to as "unbanked" because they do not maintain accounts 
with such institutions. Unbanked consumers are often inconvenienced in making financial 

30 transactions. For example, without bank accounts, they experience difficulty and 
inconvenience in obtaining negotiable instruments, making purchases on credit, etc. 



[0005] Other consumers may not feel comfortable providing or sending personal 
information, such as credit card numbers, over the telephone or internet. Such consumers 
may desire an alternative method of rendering payment. Still other consumers may have had 
an attempted payment denied, such as by attempting to render payment using a credit card 
5 that is at or over the maximum limit available to the consumer, or the like. To assist 

consumers in these situations, as well as others, an alternative payment scheme(s) may be 
desired. 

[0006] Recently there have been a variety of new products which provide at least partial 
solutions to the problems of the unbanked and other consumers. For example, "prepay" cards 

10 allow consumers to pre-purchase various goods and services. An important example relates 
to the use of telecommunications services, which are available through prepaid "calling 
cards." Many consumers prepay on a monthly basis for "dial tone" service. Prepaid cards 
can also be reloadable whereby additional value can be added by consumers for using their 
cards indefinitely. Another system involves the use of a service provider making payments 

15 on behalf of consumers over the Internet global computer network or by negotiable 

instrument. While these solutions address some of the needs of the unbanked, there remain 
other needs that have not been addressed. 

[0007] Therefore, there is a need in the art for solutions to address problems incurred by the 
unbanked and other consumers. Hence, among a number of other advantages apparent from 
20 the following description, the present invention provides systems and methods for addressing 
such problems. 

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 
[0008] In one embodiment, the invention provides a method for accepting payments from a 

25 consumer for a travel ticket from a travel company. Such a reservation may be made with the 
travel company using any of the techniques known in the art, such as by calling the travel 
company, accessing a web site, using a travel agent, and the like. Once the reservation is 
made, the consumer is given a transaction identifier (or record locator) and a payment 
amount. If the consumer wishes to pay in cash (or using another form of payment - such as a 

30 credit card - but does not want to give confidential information over the Internet or the 
phone), the consumer may go to a money transfer location to make the payment. 
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[0009] At a point of sale device or other computer, a transaction request is received that 
includes the transaction identifier that identifies the travel arrangement made with the travel 
company and a payment amount. The payment amount and the transaction identifier are 
transmitted to a host computer system for validation. This may be accomplished by having 
5 the host computer system transmit the transaction identifier to the travel reservation system. 
If the identifier is located, a confirmation is sent back to the host computer system along with 
an expected payment. If the expected payment is the same as the payment amount, a 
validation is received from the host computer system indicating that the transaction requested 
has been validated. The consumer may then make the required payment, and information on 
10 the payment is transmitted to the host computer system. In turn, the host computer system 

may arrange to electronically transmit at least a portion of the payment to the travel company. 

[0010] Following payment, a confirmation may be transmitted to the travel company that 
the payment was made by the consumer. Conveniently, the payment may be deposited into a 
bank account of the travel company. 

1 5 [001 1] In another feature, the validation may further include the expected payment in a 

currency where the point of sale device is located. In this way, the payment may be made in 
a local currency. Also, if the expected payment does not match the payment amount, an error 
message may be transmitted to the point of sale device. The payment amount may then be re- 
entered at the point of sale device. 

20 [0012] Once payment has been made, a confirmation may be provided to the consumer. 
This may be a paper receipt or in some cases a travel ticket. The receipt may give 
information about how the consumer may obtain a ticket. 

[0013] In another feature, the transaction request may includes the consumer's name. This 
may be kept on file, and in some cases could be checked against a suspicious person's 
25 database. 

[0014] The invention also includes a travel reservation system, a host computer system, and 
a point of sale system to facilitate such transactions and payments. 

[0015] In another embodiment, the invention provides systems and methods for accepting 
payments for goods and services provided by a goods or service provider. The methods can 
30 include associating consumers and merchants with a payment provider. The payment 

provider can receive payments destined for the merchant, associate the payments with one or 
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more identifiers, and transfer at least portions of the received payments to the merchant. 
Further, the present invention provides systems and methods for enrolling consumers in such 
payment acceptance systems. The present invention still further includes systems and 
methods for staging transactions initiated by a merchant, a consumer, a beneficiary, or 
5 another third party. 

[0016] The systems can include a point-of-sale device configured to accept payments from 
consumers on behalf of merchants. In some cases, the systems include a plurality of such 
point-of-sale devices in communication with a payment provider control. The payment 
provider control can be in communication with one or more merchant controls. Using such 
10 systems, a consumer can enroll to make payments via a payment provider and make 

payments via the payment provider by accessing any of a number of point-of-sale devices 
associated with the payment provider control. The consumer alternatively may be able to 
enroll through the merchant or other third party. 

[0017] In one embodiment of the present invention, a method for accepting payments from 
15 a consumer for a good or service provided by a merchant comprises receiving a transaction 

request from the merchant, receiving a payment from the consumer, associating the payment 

with the transaction request, and sending at least a portion of the payment to the merchant. 

In this manner, the merchant stages the transaction, and the consumer completes the 

transaction by making the payment. In one aspect, method is performed by a payment 
20 provider system. In another aspect, the method is performed by a point of service (POS) 

device. In still another aspect, the method is performed partly by the payment provider 

system and partly by the POS device. 

[0018] In one aspect, the method includes storing a record of the payment and the 
associated transaction request in a database. Typically, the merchant desires to know when 

25 payment has been made prior to rendering the service or shipping the goods. Hence, in one 
aspect, the method includes receiving an inquiry from the merchant as to whether the 
payment was made by the consumer, and sending a reply to the merchant in response to the 
inquiry. Alternatively, the method includes providing an indication to the merchant that the 
payment was made by the consumer. This may occur, for example, prior to being prompted 

30 by the merchant. The method further may include electronically sending at least a portion of 
the payment to an account of the merchant. Another portion of the payment may include a 
fee or surcharge for the staged transaction service. 
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[0019] The transaction request may take a variety of forms within the scope of the present 
invention. For example, in one aspect the transaction request includes a consumer profile. In 
this embodiment, the method may further include verifying a consumer identify against the 
consumer profile. Alternatively, the consumer may remain anonymous. In another aspect, 
5 the transaction request includes a time limit. In this embodiment, the payment may be 

accepted if received within the time limit, and optionally rejected if not received within the 
time limit. If the payment is rejected, in one embodiment the rejection is reported to the 
merchant to help ensure the service or goods are not provided to the customer. The 
transaction request also may include a short or detailed description of the good(s) and/or 
10 service(s) to be provided the consumer. The transaction request also includes, in some 
embodiments, the amount to be paid by the consumer. 

[0020] In one aspect, the method includes providing the merchant with a transaction 
identifier that corresponds to the transaction request. The method may further include 
receiving the payment if the customer provides the transaction identifier that corresponds to 
1 5 the transaction request. The transaction identifier may include, in one embodiment, an alpha- 
numeric string of characters. 

[0021] In some embodiments, it may be desirable to provide the customer with a 
confirmation that payment has been made. This confirmation may take many forms, 
including a confirmation number and/or a printed receipt. In one aspect, the confirmation 
20 includes a certificate. The certificate may comprise a wide range of certificates, including a 
gift certificate, an electronic ticket such as for use with a transportation company, an award, a 
redeemable coupon, and the like. Thus, in some embodiments, the good(s) and/or service(s) 
is rendered upon payment. 

[0022] In still other embodiments, the processor of the payment transfer, such as the 
25 payment provider, may guarantee the funds. This may be useful, for example, when the 

goods or services are to be provided to the consumer upon the consumer rendering payment 
to the payment provider, but prior to transfer of the funds from the payment provider to the 
merchant. Other uses and reasons for guaranteed funds also fall within the scope of the 
present invention. 

30 [0023] The present invention further includes systems for receiving payments from 

consumers. In one embodiment, the system includes a processor and a storage medium, with 
the storage medium having instructions executable by the processor to perform some or all of 
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the described methods. In a particular embodiment, the storage medium contains executable 
instructions to receive a transaction request from the merchant, receive a payment entry from 
the consumer, associate the payment entry with the transaction request, and send at least a 
portion of the payment to the merchant. 

5 [0024] In one aspect, the storage medium further includes instructions executable by the 
processor to compare a payment time limit to a time of the payment entry, and reporting a 
result to the merchant. The system may further include a printer adapted for printing a 
confirmation of the payment entry. In another aspect, the storage medium includes 
executable instructions to provide a first transaction identifier to the merchant, and wherein 
1 0 the receive payment process further comprises receiving the first transaction identifier. 

[0025] In one embodiment, the processor and storage medium are included in a payment 
provider. This system further includes, in one aspect, a POS device coupled to the payment 
provider and adapted to transmit the transaction request to the payment provider. In another 
aspect, the payment provider includes a payment system having a database, and wherein the 
1 5 payment system is configured to permit the transaction request to be input and processed, and 
to send a transaction identifier to the merchant upon receipt of the transaction request. 

[0026] In alternative embodiments, the transactions are requested and/or staged by the 
consumer. In this manner, the consumer can initiate a transaction with a merchant. In still 
other embodiments, a designated recipient is identified to receive either the goods, the 
20 services, and or the payment. In this manner, the transaction may be staged for the benefit of 
a number of entities or individuals, including the consumer. 

[0027] In one embodiment, a method for accepting payments includes receiving a 
transaction request, reporting the transaction request, and associating a transaction identifier 
with the transaction request. The method includes receiving a payment associated with the 

25 transaction identifier, and reporting the payment. In one embodiment, the payments are 
accepted on behalf of a merchant. In this embodiment, the transaction request and the 
payment are reported to the merchant. In some aspects, the "merchant" is an individual, such 
as an individual who is to receive funds through a staged transaction. In other aspects, the 
transaction request is received from a third party, from a beneficiary of the transaction, or the 

30 like. In still another aspect, the payment is received from a third party. 

[0028] The summary provides only a general outline of the embodiments according to the 
present invention. Many other objects, features and advantages of the present invention will 
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become more fully apparent from the following detailed description, the appended claims and 
the accompanying drawings. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
5 [0029] A further understanding of the nature and advantages of the present invention may 
be realized by reference to the figures which are described in remaining portions of the 
specification. In the figures, like reference numerals are used throughout several figures to 
refer to similar components. In some instances, a sub-label consisting of a lower case letter is 
associated with a reference numeral to denote one of multiple similar components. When 
10 reference is made to a reference numeral without specification to an existing sub-label, it is 
intended to refer to all such multiple similar components. 

[0030] Figs. 1 A-1B are schematic diagrams of payment service and/or enrollment systems 
in accordance with embodiments of the present invention; 

[0031] Fig. 2 is a logical diagram of a payment service and/or enrollment system similar to 
1 5 the systems illustrated in Figs. 1 ; 

[0032] Figs. 3 A-3B are flow diagrams for processing payments in accordance with 
embodiments of the present invention; 

[0033] Fig. 4 is a flow diagram illustrating one method in accordance with the present 
invention for paying for a good or service; 

20 [0034] Fig. 5 is a flow diagram illustrating a service activation method according to the 
invention; and 

[0035] Figs. 6-9 are flow diagrams illustrating additional embodiments of the present 
invention. 

[0036] Fig. 10 is a schematic diagram of a system for making travel reservations and for 
25 facilitating payments for travel arrangements according to the invention. 

[0037] Fig. 1 1 is a flow diagram illustrating a method for making travel reservations and 
making payments for such reservations. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 
[0038] Various detailed embodiments of the present invention are disclosed herein; 
however, it is to be understood that the disclosed embodiments are merely exemplary of the 
invention, which may be embodied in various forms. Therefore, specific structural and 
5 functional details disclosed herein are not to be interpreted as limiting, but merely as a 
representative basis for teaching one skilled in the art to variously employ the present 
invention in virtually any appropriately detailed structure. 

[0039] Among other things, the present invention provides systems and methods for 
accepting payments for goods and/or services offered by a third party provider. In some 
10 embodiments, the present invention provides systems and methods for enrolling consumers in 
goods and/or services provided by a third party provider. As further discussed below, such 
third party providers of goods and/or services are referred to herein as "merchants" and those 
accepting payments and providing enrollment services are referred to as "payment 
providers." 

15 [0040] Referring to Fig. 1 A, an enrollment and payment system 100 is illustrated that may 
be used to facilitate payments made to purchase goods or services, and/or provide enrollment 
services in accordance with an embodiment of the present invention. System 100 includes a 
point-of-sale ("POS") device 110 in communication with a payment provider control 130 via 
a communication network 120. In addition, payment provider control 130 is communicably 

20 coupled to one or more merchant controls 140 via communication network 120. Payment 
provider control 130 is associated with a payment provider database 135 and merchant 
controls 140 are associated with merchant databases 145. As will be evident from the 
proceeding discussion, system 100 can include any number of POS devices 110 and merchant 
controls 140 in accordance with the various embodiments of the present invention. 

25 [0041] POS device 110 can be any device disposed at the point-of-sale. POS device 110 
may be any device capable of reading information from presentation instruments or entered 
through other input device and transmitting the information through a communication link, 
such as a network, to a processing system, such as a host computer system. In some 
embodiments, the POS device 110 comprises a reader, such as a mag stripe reader, a smart 

30 chip reader, a bar code reader, or the like, in combination with a computing device. Thus, 
POS device 1 10 can be one such as is described in copending U.S. Pat. Appl. No. 
09/634,901, entitled "POINT OF SALE PAYMENT SYSTEM," filed August 9, 2000 and 



U.S. Prov. Appl. No. 60/147,899, entitled "INTEGRATED POINT OF SALE DEVICE," 
filed August 9, 1999, both of which are incorporated herein by reference for all purposes. 
Based on the description provided herein, one of ordinary skill in the art will recognize other 
devices capable of operating as POS device 110. For example, POS device 110 can be a 
5 personal computer ("PC"), a personal digital assistant ("PDA"), other wired or wireless 
devices, and the like. 

[0042] As used herein, a merchant is any individual, group of individuals, or entity that 
offers or has provided goods and/or services to consumers. Further, such merchants may use 
merchant controls 140 to maintain accounts and other information related to the consumers 
10 that they serve. Such merchant controls 140 can be any type of computer capable of 

communicating with other types of communication devices or computers. For example, 
merchant control 140 can be a mainframe computer, such as those available from Tandem, a 
server computer, a personal computer, a PDA, other wired or wireless devices, hand held 
devices, and the like. 

15 [0043] In some cases, merchants are incapable of, or choose not to accept payments 

directly from consumers, or a particular group of consumers. These payments may be fixed 
payments, or variable payments, within the scope of the present invention. Thus, in some 
instances, a merchant may desire to outsource payment services to a payment provider. 
Alternatively, a merchant may accept payments from consumers with good credit, while it 

20 may desire to outsource payment acceptance for consumers with poor credit to a payment 
provider. As yet another alternative, a merchant may accept non-cash payments directly, 
while deferring cash collections to be handled via a payment provider. Some examples of 
merchants include, but are not limited to, a phone company, an electric company, a credit 
card company, a televised shopping network, an airline or other transportation company, a 

25 retail store, and the like. 

[0044] In other cases, the merchant is an individual. For example, the individual-merchant 
may be a seller using an on-line auction web site to sell an item, or a large number of items. 
In this embodiment, the consumer is a buyer or "high bidder" that may be directed to a 
payment location near them to facilitate rapid payment. Other examples involving an 
30 individual as a merchant also exist within the scope of the present invention, including 

individuals selling item(s) or product(s) via on-line or print classified advertisements, or the 
like. 
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[0045] Thus, for whatever reason, a merchant may choose to utilize a payment provider to 
collect payments and/or enroll consumers on its behalf. Thus, as used herein, a payment 
provider is any entity that is capable of accepting payments from consumers and/or enrolling 
consumers, and crediting the accepted payments to the appropriate merchant. In some cases, 
5 a payment provider is an entity that provides both POS device 110 and payment provider 
control 130. In other cases, a payment provider is an entity that provides payment provider 
control 130, and accepts inputs from POS devices 110 operated by third parties. In yet other 
cases, a payment provider is an entity that provides POS device 110 that interacts directly 
with merchant controls 140 without utilizing payment provider control 130. Further, in some 
10 cases a payment provider can also be an enrollment provider, where the payment provider not 
only accepts payments destined for the merchant, but also enrolls consumers in the goods 
and/or services of the merchant. In yet other instances, a payment provider can provide only 
enrollment and not payment acceptance services. 

[0046] In some embodiments of the present invention, merchants 140 issue unique 
15 identifiers which are associated with a good or service that are electronically transmitted to 
payment provider 130, where they can be stored in database 135. These identifiers may be 
associated with specific consumers. For example, when requesting a good or service, the 
merchant may create an account, an identifier is then associated with the account and issued 
to the consumer. Alternatively, the identifiers may be associated with a good or service, but 
20 not to any given consumer. For example, the identifiers may be associated with some type of 
stored value, such as phone time, dollars and the like. This value may be redeemed simply by 
presenting the identifier to the merchant. The identifiers also may be associated with a 
particular transaction of goods or services between a merchant, and a specific consumer as 
further detailed below. 

25 [0047] Communication network 120 can be any network capable of transmitting and 

receiving information in relation to POS device 110, merchant controls 140, and payment 
provider controls 130. For example, communication network 120 can comprise a TCP/IP 
compliant virtual private network ("VPN"), the Internet, a local area network ("LAN"), a 
wide area network ("WAN"), a telephone network, a cellular telephone network, an optical 

30 network, a wireless network, or any other similar communication network. 

[0048] In some embodiments, communication network 120 is a combination of a variety of 
network types. For example, in one embodiment, communication network comprises the 
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Internet for communicating between POS device 110 and payment provider control 130, and 
a dial-up network for communicating between payment provider control 130 and merchant 
controls 140. In light of this document, one of ordinary skill in the art will recognize a 
number of other network types and/or combinations thereof that are capable of facilitating 
5 communications between the various components of system 100. 

[0049] Referring to Fig. IB, a logical diagram of system 100 of Fig. 1 A is illustrated. 
Central to system 100 is payment provider control 130. In particular embodiments, payment 
provider control 130 is comprised of a host computer capable of accessing one or more 
databases 135. Further, payment provider control 130 facilitates data transfer between one or 
10 more merchants 140 and one or more POS devices 1 10, or other computer terminals. 

Payment provider control 130 can be any type of computer capable of communicating with 
other types of communication devices or computers. For example, payment provider 130 can 
be a mainframe computer, such as those available from Tandem, a server computer, or the 
like. 

15 [0050] POS devices 110 communicate with payment provider control 130 in order to 

facilitate transactions. For example, when ready to make a payment, a consumer may enter 
their consumer identifier or a transaction identifier into POS device 110. This information is 
transmitted to payment provider control 130 where any relevant information regarding the 
required payment is transmitted back to POS device 110. For instance, POS devices 110 may 

20 present a screen with the identifier and the amount of payment required to receive a good or 
service from merchant 140. In some cases, the consumer may not yet have an identifier and 
may simply request to purchase a good or service from a merchant 140. For instance, the 
consumer may wish to purchase phone time from a certain phone company. In such cases, 
the consumer makes a request to purchase phone time from a certain merchant 140. This 

25 information is entered into POS device 110. POS device 110 may then display payment 
options for that provider as received from payment provider control 130. For example, 
payment in increments of $5, $10, $25 and $50 may be accepted. Upon receipt of payment, 
an identifier is issued to the consumer. Conveniently, a printer 110 may print a receipt with 
the identifier. 

30 [0051] At the time of payment, other funds may also be collected. For example, the 
payment provider may charge and collect a fee for its services. As another example, 
applicable taxes may be calculated and collected. These taxes may be calculated by payment 
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provider control 130 in combination with database 135 and may include tax tables for various 
locations throughout the country. When tendering payment, the consumer may provide 
information on his residential address, such as a zip code. This information is transmitted to 
payment provider control 130 that performs a look-up in database 135 to determine the 
5 appropriate tax rate. Payment provider control 130 then computes the tax and sends the tax 
information to POS 110. The payment amount, taxes, and any service fees may then be 
displayed to the consumer on a display screen. Alternatively, the taxes may be computed 
directly by POS device 110 and based on the location of POS device 1 10, or in part by POS 
device 110 and in part by payment provider control 130. 

10 [0052] Upon tendering payment, an electronic record of the payment along with the 

associated identifier is transmitted to payment provider control 130 where it may be stored in 
database 135. This payment information may also be transmitted to merchant control 140 so 
that the good or service may be provided to the consumer. If the services relate to 
telecommunications or other utilities, the payment information may also be sent from 

15 payment provider control 130 to a switch 150 to permit the communications service or utility 
to be promptly provided. For example, if the consumer purchased cell phone time, the 
merchant's switch would receive the payment information and add time to the phone, 
typically before the consumer leaves the location where payment is made. Of course, the 
instructions to the switch could also be sent from the merchant as well. Receipt of payment 

20 information may also trigger the providing of other services, such as service activation, 

shipping of order goods, and the like. In some cases, the service may not be activated or the 
ordered good not provided until the consumer contacts the merchant and gives the issued 
identifier. For example, phone time may be purchased, but not activated until the phone 
company is contacted and given the identifier. When the good is a stored value, this record 

25 may be stored in database 135 and transmitted to merchant control 140. When a good or 
service is ordered from a merchant, the identifier is presented to the merchant control 140 
associated with the merchant and the stored value account is debited for the purchase price. 

[0053] In another embodiment, the merchant or other third party initiates the transaction 
with the consumer. The merchant may obtain some or all required information from the 
30 consumer, and input that information into a POS device 110 linked to payment provider 
control 130. The merchant may also input information on the goods or services to be 
provided, and obtain a transaction identifier to provide to the customer. The customer 
contacts the payment provider control 130 to effectuate payment. Payment may occur in a 
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variety of ways, including without limitation, by cash, check, credit card, stored value card or 
account, money order, ACH, and the like. The merchant then ships or otherwise provides the 
goods or services when notified that the consumer has paid. The merchant may be notified, 
for example, by payment provider control 130. 

5 [0054] Payment provider control 130 may also be used to electronically transfer the 

payment along with any collected taxes to the merchant. This may conveniently occur by an 
ACH transfer of funds into a bank account 160 of the merchant. This may occur upon receipt 
of the payment information by payment provider control 130 or by batch mode at specified 
times. A record of the deposit may separately be transmitted to merchant control 140. 
10 Payment provider control 130 is configured to communicate with a separate ACH system that 
debits the account of the consumer and credits the account of the merchant as is known in the 
art. 

[0055] In some embodiments, payment provider control 130 maintains credit information 
about consumers, or has the ability to access such credit information from other sources 
15 including, but not limited to, merchant control 140. Thus, for example, a particular consumer 
may have very poor credit or no credit, in which case the merchant may require full payment 
prior to supplying the good or service. 

[0056] Hence, system 100 provides consumers with an easy way to purchase goods or 
services. Further, such goods and services are provided in an efficient manner and provides 
20 rapid payment to the merchant. Another feature of system 100 is that the merchant may also 
be provided with access to payment provider control 130. In this way, the merchant may do a 
look-up to see if a payment was posted correctly, to see the status of a payment or the like. 
Further, regular updates may be sent from merchant control 140 to payment provider control 
130 so that consumer accounts may be kept current. 

25 [0057] In yet other instances, system 100 can be used to enroll consumers in products 

and/or services offered by one or more merchants. In such a situation, POS device 110 can 
display product offerings associated with one or more merchants. Such information can be 
obtained from payment provider control 130. Further, POS device 110 can gather enrollment 
information and payments for enrollment, and based on information provided by payment 

30 provider control 130, can provide consumers with activated accounts for goods and services 
provided from a particular merchant. These and other features of system 100 are discussed in 
greater detail below. 
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[0058] Referring to Fig. 2, another embodiment of system 100 is illustrated including 
discussion of additional elements. As shown, system 100 includes payment provider control 
130 for facilitating payment from a consumer 190 to one or more merchants represented by 
merchant controls 140. 

5 [0059] Each consumer 190 has a unique identifier or ID 1 80, which can comprise any 
suitable identifier. Conventional identifiers such as name, social security number, PIN, etc. 
are acceptable. Moreover, system 100 can accommodate anonymous consumers 190. Such 
consumers 190 can maintain their anonymity by creating their own IDs 180. ID 180 can also 
comprise the consumer's telephone number. Thus, system 100 can be used for paying for 

10 telephone services using only the telephone number of consumer 190 for identification 

purposes. Consumer 190 in this embodiment does not even have to provide an address or any 
other personal information. Similar identification arrangements could be used with other 
merchants (e.g., accepting payments on accounts with the consumers identified by their 
respective account numbers). Consumer 190 interfaces with payment provider control 130 

15 through an interface 12. Interface 12 can comprise any suitable form or device for 

communications, including telephone (which can incorporate voice recognition (VR)), 
worldwide web (Internet), mail, in-person, a point-of-sale (POS) terminal with a card reader, 
e-mail or any other suitable interface. As with the previous embodiments, interface 12 can be 
a POS device 110. Further, in some embodiments, POS device 110 can be installed at a retail 

20 outlet unrelated to any of various merchant controls 140 and/or payment provider controls 
130 accessible via system 100. 

[0060] In this particular embodiment, payment provider control 130 includes an agent 
network 160, where agents in the network provide POS devices 1 10 at locations accessible to 
consumer 190. Payment provider control 130 maintains merchant accounts 175 which can 

25 correspond to the various merchants represented by merchant controls 140. Each merchant 
control 140 can have associated therewith a database 145 containing pertinent information 
regarding the consumers 190 and their respective accounts. The designation of accounts, 
sub-accounts, master accounts, etc. can vary from merchant to merchant. Thus, as used 
herein the terms account, sub-account and similar terms can designate either the entire 

30 account base of a particular merchant control 140, or the individual account of consumer(s) 
190. 
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[0061] In one embodiment, agent network 160 comprises a host computer (not shown) that 
may be accessed by a variety of remote computers or other devices, such as those described 
in connection with interface 12. For example, the host computer may comprise a mainframe 
computer, a server computer, or the like. A database may also be associated with the host 
5 computer. In this way, information from consumer databases 145 may be transmitted to the 
host computer and stored in the database. When a consumer 190 contacts agent network 160, 
it may be through the host computer. Hence, with this configuration, a consumer may 
proceed with a transaction using interface 12 which contacts the host computer of agent 
network 160 to receive consumer information, such as the unique identifier, and to transmit 

10 payment information back to the host computer. The host computer may also serve to 
coordinate a wire transfer of the payment to a bank account of the merchant as well as to 
transmit payment information to merchant control 140. Electronic funds transfers may 
conveniently be made through an automated clearing house (ACH) system that is contacted 
by the host computer. ACH transfers are well known within the art and will not be described 

1 5 further. 

[0062] It should be recognized that in some embodiments, a card 170 can be issued to 
consumer 190 and include various information relevant to consumer transactions. Card 170 
can be used to facilitate payments via POS device 110. More particularly, card 170 can 
include a magnetic stripe that can be swiped through a card reader associated with POS 

20 device 110 and used to identify consumer 190 to system 100. Either alternatively or in 

addition, card 170 can comprise a reloadable/stored value card, a credit card, a debit card, or 
the like. Thus, any suitable card configuration can be utilized. For example, preprinted cards 
with concealed consumer IDs 180 can be inventoried with the agent network 160 for 
distribution upon enrollment of consumers 190. However, system 100 can function without 

25 any cards whatsoever. In such embodiments, system 100 can function by assigning unique 
consumer IDs 1 80 for purposes of conducting all payment transactions. 

[0063] In some embodiments of the present invention, consumers are enrolled to purchase 
goods and/or services offered by a merchant. Such a service can include purchase of a 
money order, payment of a utility bill, effectuating a money transfer, payment for a good or 
30 service offered by the merchant, or the like. 

[0064] With the consumer interacting with POS device 1 1 0, it is predictively determined 
what type of goods and/or services to market to the consumer. Such a predictive 
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determination can include identifying goods or services related to the transaction previously 
performed using POS device 110. For example, the consumer may be purchasing a cell 
phone, in which case POS device 110 can advertise a cell phone charger to the consumer or 
cell phone service offered by one or more merchants. As another example, where a consumer 
5 is setting up service with an electric company, POS device 110 can surmise that the consumer 
recently moved. In such a circumstance POS device 110 may advertise other services useful 
to a person that recently moved. For example, POS device 110 can advertise voter 
registration, enrollment with other utility companies, applications for a driver's license, new 
license plates, and other similar goods and services. 

10 [0065] Alternatively, or in addition, POS device 1 10 and/or payment provider control 130 
may maintain a historical record of transactions performed in relation to a particular 
consumer. This historical information can be analyzed to determine which goods or services 
that the consumer would be most likely receptive. Further, the information can be analyzed 
to determine goods and services for which the consumer is qualified. For example, it may be 

15 determined that a consumer consistently purchases a good that is offered in a larger quantity 
directly from a merchant at a reduced price. One of ordinary skill in the art will appreciate a 
number of other analysis that may be used to predict goods or services to be marketed to a 
particular consumer. 

[0066] Where a request to enroll in a particular good or service is received, POS device 110 
20 displays a request to the consumer for required enrollment information. Such enrollment 

information can be similar and gathered in similar fashion to that discussed in the preceding 
embodiment. As an example, such enrollment information can include the name, address, 
and telephone number of a consumer desiring to set up an account with an electric company. 
It will be appreciated that any level of information can be requested depending upon the type 
25 of goods or services requested. 

[0067] Some embodiments of the methods include an additional step of creating a client 
database. Such a client database can be the database used by a particular merchant to account 
for services and/or products provided in relation to consumers. Further, such a database can 
include identifiers unique to each of the consumers within the database as well as account 
30 balances and credit histories of each of the consumers. Such a database can be formatted for 
transfer to payment provider control 130. By transferring at least a portion of the information 
on the database to payment provider control 130, consumers in the merchant's database can 
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automatically be enrolled with the payment provider. The consumers can also be notified of 
the enrollment and directed to the nearest payment provider location(s) at which they can 
make payments. Additional details on enrollment methods and systems are provided in U.S. 
Patent Application No. 10/1 12,258, the complete disclosure of which has been previously 
5 incorporated herein by reference. 

[0068] Figs. 3-8 illustrate a variety of methods in accordance with the present invention 
and to which embodiments of system 100 can be applied. Turning to Figs. 3A-3B, 
embodiments of the present invention can be used, either additionally or exclusively, to 
accept and process payments in relation to various goods and services provided by merchants. 

10 Referring to Fig. 3 A, a flow diagram 300 illustrates one method of accepting payments in 
accordance with the present invention. Following flow diagram 300, information about the 
consumer desiring to make a payment is input to POS device 110 (block 302). Such 
information can be very minimal, such as, an auction number and payment amount where the 
consumer desires to remain anonymous. Alternatively, the information can be an identifier 

1 5 previously provided by the merchant to identify payments made by the consumer. In other 
situations, the information can be quite extensive including, but not limited to, the 
consumer's name, address, telephone number and account number for the account of the 
merchant to which a payment is to be applied. Based on this disclosure, one of ordinary skill 
in the art will appreciate the information that can be collected from a consumer to make a 

20 payment on a particular account. 

[0069] In some embodiments, the information can be provided to POS device 110 
automatically. For example, the information can be entered using a magnetic stripe card 
reader associated with POS device 110. Alternatively, a small amount of information about 
the consumer can be entered via a keyboard associated with POS device 130 and the 
25 remainder of the information about the consumer automatically populated from database 135 
via payment provider 130. 

[0070] Once the consumer information has been provided, the information is used to 
identify and verify the consumer (block 304). In some embodiments, this includes displaying 
the received information via a display associated with POS device 110. The consumer is then 
30 expected to review the information for accuracy, and press a key indicating that the 

information is complete. In other embodiments, identifying and verifying the consumer 
includes accessing payment provider control 130, and comparing the identification 
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information received from the consumer against information maintained on database 135. 
The information maintained on database 135 can include account balances for the consumer 
related to. one or more merchants, as well as other information. 

[0071] In one particular embodiment, the consumer is identified and in addition provides a 
5 merchant identification via POS device 110. This information is transferred to payment 
provider control 130 via network 120. Payment provider control 130 accesses the account 
information associated with the consumer and transfers the account information to POS 
device 110 where it is displayed to the consumer via a display and/or a printed receipt. Thus, 
in some embodiments, it is possible for a consumer to obtain account information related to 
1 0 one or more merchants from a payment provider. 

[0072] After the consumer is identified and verified, the consumer tenders payment to the 
payment provider (block 306). This can be done by handing cash to a merchant operating 
POS device 1 10, by swiping a credit card through a magnetic stripe card reader associated 
with POS device 1 10, by authorizing a bank transfer using POS device 1 10, or any other 

15 method of tendering payment. Once the payment is received, POS device 110 transfers an 
indication that payment was received and the amount of received payment to payment 
provider control 130 via network 120. In some embodiments, payment provider control 130 
responds via network 120 with an indication that the payment was received. POS device 110 
also prints a receipt for the consumer (block 308). The receipt can include a variety of 

20 information, such as, the account for which payment was received, the amount of the 
payment, and even advertisements. 

[0073] In embodiments where payment provider control 130 maintains information related 
to the consumer's account, the amount of the received payment is credited to the account. 
Payment provider control 130 credits the payment to the associated merchant (block 310). 
25 This can be done by wire transfer from the payment provider to a bank account associated 
with the merchant. Other methods may also be used to effectuate such a transfer. In 
addition, payment provider control 130 provides a notification of payments and associated 
accounts to merchant control 140 via network 120 (block 312). In turn, merchant control 140 
updates the account balance of the consumer from which the payment was received. 

30 [0074] In particular embodiments, the processes listed in block 310 are performed 

sometime after the processes listed in block 312. Thus, for example, a consumer may make a 
payment, and shortly thereafter the payment is reflected on their account with the merchant. 
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Then, sometime later, the funds associated with the payment are actually transferred to the 
merchant. In an alternative embodiment, the payment is reflected in the merchant account in 
real-time, upon the customer making the payment. In another embodiment, the funds transfer 
to the merchant account occurs in real-time, or through some other physical or electronic 
5 means. 

[0075] As will be appreciated from the foregoing discussion, such an approach to accepting 
and processing payments provides a number of advantages. As just one of the advantages, an 
unbanked consumer can make cash payments on an account with a merchant remote from the 
consumer. Thus, a consumer no longer needs to send cash through the mail. As yet another 

1 0 advantage, a consumer that promises payment but ultimately fails to pay can instead be 

directed to a payment provider location near them to make the necessary payment. Thus, the 
aforementioned systems and methods can avoid "the check is in the mail" syndrome or 
similar broken promises to pay. Further, a consumer that desires to purchase goods, but 
would like to remain anonymous, can tender a cash payment via the payment provider, and 

1 5 thus avoid being traced by credit card or check information. Such methods also can be used 
to make multiple payments across multiple merchants. Thus, a consumer need only enter a 
single transaction to pay a number of bills. Yet further, a consumer that is nearly late in 
paying can go to a local payment provider, tender payment, and have the payment 
immediately credited to their account, thus avoiding any late fees. More particularly, a 

20 consumer with a credit card bill due the next day can avoid late fees, or the necessity of 
sending payment via an overnight express service, by using a payment provider where the 
credit card company is affiliated with and accepts payment via the payment provider. Based 
on the disclosure herein, one of ordinary skill in the art will recognize a myriad of other 
advantages associated with the systems and methods disclosed herein. 

25 [0076] Referring to Fig. 3B, a flow diagram 301 illustrates another method of accepting 
payments in accordance with the present invention. Following flow diagram 301, 
information about the consumer desiring to make a payment is input to POS device 110 
(block 303). As with the previous embodiment, the information obtained from the consumer 
depends upon the transaction being completed and can be determined by the merchant and/or 

30 the payment provider. 

[0077] Once the consumer information has been provided, the information is used to 
identify and verify the consumer (block 305). This identification and verification is similar to 
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that discussed in relation to Fig. 3 A. After the consumer is identified and verified, the 
consumer tenders payment to the payment provider (block 306), again, similar to the manner 
discussed in relation to Fig. 3A. 

[0078] Once the payment is received, POS device 110 transfers an indication that payment 
5 was received and the amount of received payment to payment provider control 130 via 

network 120. In some embodiments, payment provider control 130 responds via network 120 
with an indication that the payment was received. Payment provider control 130 credits the 
received payment to the merchant (block 3 1 5), and provides an identifier, or PIN, to the 
consumer (block 317). The PIN is unique to the payment. Thus, a block of funds can be 
1 0 transferred to the merchants, with portions of the funds being associated with various PINs. 
In some embodiments, at this point in the method, the merchant is not aware of which 
consumers the funds are attributable. 

[0079] POS device 110 also prints a receipt for the consumer (block 309). The receipt can 
include a variety of information, such as, the account for which payment was received, the 
15 amount of the payment, and even advertisements. In particular embodiments, the receipt 
includes an identification number, or PIN, that is unique to the received payment. 

[0080] The consumer can then contact the merchant directly and provide the PIN (block 
311). With this information, the merchant can verify that the PIN is valid and that a payment 
was received in association with the PIN. The amount of the payment associated with the 
20 PIN can then be credited to the consumer's account (block 313). 

[0081] Referring to Fig. 4, a method for pre-paying for a good or service according to the 
present invention is described in relation to flow diagram 400. As illustrated by flow diagram 
400, a consumer enrolls with a merchant to order a good or a service (block 420). For 
example, services that may be ordered include phone service, including phone minutes, a 
25 stored value service, and the like. Goods that may be purchased include essentially any type 
of good including retail items, clothing, furniture, sporting goods, cosmetics, toiletries, 
durable goods, vehicles and the like. 

[0082] When such an enrollment is requested, the merchant creates an electronic account to 
maintain a record of payments and supplied goods and/or services provided to the consumer. 
30 Such an account can be maintained in database 145 of the merchant control 140 associated 
with the particular merchant. The account may also include a historical record of the 
consumer's behavior, and any other relevant information. In some instances, an enrollment 
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may only be for one particular purchase, while in other cases an enrollment may be intended 
for a longer period and anticipate multiple or ongoing purchases. 

[0083] In addition, a unique identifier is also associated with the account and included in 
the record to uniquely identify the request. This identifier may be any type of identifier as 
5 previously described, including phone numbers, order numbers, credit card numbers, social 
security numbers and the like. In some instances where only a one-time purchase is to be 
recorded, the identifier is specific to the single transaction. However, in other instances, the 
identifier can be intended to designate the consumer in any number of future transactions. In 
yet other instances, the identifier can designate both the consumer in ongoing transactions 
10 and designate a particular transaction. Thus, for example, the identifier may include a portion 
unique the consumer and reused across multiple transactions, and another portion designating 
a particular transaction. 

[0084] The identifier is provided to the consumer along with instructions as to where a 
payment may be made. The instructions indicate a location of a POS device 110 associated 

1 5 with a payment provider control 130 capable of accepting payments for the particular 

merchant. In some embodiments, the merchant may access an affiliated payment provider 
control 130 via its merchant control 140 to request location information for a POS device 110 
that is convenient to the consumer. In one particular embodiment, the consumer's address is 
provided along with the request for location information. Based on this address information, 

20 payment provider control 130 identifies the nearest one or several (e.g., five) POS devices 
110 and provides this information to merchant control 140. In turn, the received location 
information is shared with the consumer. 

[0085] After the consumer is enrolled (block 420), the identifier is electronically sent from 
merchant control 140 to payment provider control 130 where it is stored in database 135 

25 (block 422). Relevant account information is also provided to payment provider control 130, 
such that a consumer's account may be properly debited and/or credited by payment provider 
control 130. When ready to make the payment, the consumer goes to one of the previously 
indicated locations (or another location if the consumer so desires) and provides the identifier 
via the POS device 1 10 at the location (block 424). After entry of the identifier, POS device 

30 110 transmits the identifier to payment provider control 130. Payment provider control 130 
accesses the consumer's account based on the identifier, determines the amount to be 
tendered from the consumer, and returns this determined amount to POS device 110. The 
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amount is then displayed on POS device 110 where it can be viewed by either or both of a 
merchant and the consumer. The determined amount can be displayed along with any other 
fees associated with the transaction. 

[0086] In some embodiments, payment provider control 130 calculates additional charges 
5 to be collected on behalf of the merchant. The additional charges may include, for example, 
federal, state and local sales taxes, shipping and handling charges, insurance, and the like. In 
another embodiment, the merchant has pre-calculated the necessary additional charges. Thus, 
it will be appreciated by those skilled in the art that the reference to tax calculation and tax 
information in Fig. 4 represents an embodiment of the present invention, but the invention is 
10 not so limited. 

[0087] The consumer then tenders payment to the merchant, or automatically via POS 
device 110 where such capability is provided. Upon tendering of payment (block 424), the 
amount of payment tendered is provided to payment provider control 130 via POS device 
110. This payment information is used to create an electronic record of the payment (block 
15 426). This payment information is then sent to merchant 140 associated with the merchant 
(block 428). In the case of a communications service, this information may also be sent to a 
switch (block 430). This information can then be used by the switch to immediately add time 
to a cell phone account or provide other telecommunications features rendered by the switch. 

[0088] A sum equal to the payment (and in some cases less a transaction fee charged to the 
20 merchant) is electronically wired to a bank account of the merchant (block 432). In some 

instances, the merchant proceeds to fulfill the purchase of the consumer prior to receipt of the 
wire transfer. Alternatively, in other embodiments, the merchant is notified that the payment 
has been received by payment provider control 130, upon which the merchant continues to 
fulfill the consumer's purchase. Some time later, the wire transfer is completed. To fulfill 
25 the consumer's purchase, an ordered good may be pulled from inventory and shipped to the 
consumer or other recipient. Alternatively, a stored value account may be credited upon 
notification of payment. 

[0089] In particular embodiments, the payment is not transferred from payment provider 
control 130 to the merchant until consumer 190 receives purchased goods. Thus, in some 
30 instances, the present embodiment can be used as an escrow service. In such embodiments, 
consumer 1 90 can be given a limited period after requesting goods using the identifier to 
dispute the transaction and request return of the payment. If such a dispute is not lodged 
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within a predetermined time frame, the payment is transferred from payment provider control 
130 to the merchant. If such a dispute is lodged, the payment may be returned to consumer 
190 where sufficient evidence exists that the goods were either not received or returned. 

[0090] Various embodiments of the present invention also provide for activating a service, 
such as phone service, utility service, newspaper deliver, or the like. One example of such a 
process is illustrated as flow diagram 500 of Fig. 5. As illustrated in flow diagram 500, a 
consumer contacts a merchant to request a service (block 546). An account is set up with the 
merchant and a record is created containing the information needed to provide the service 
requested by the consumer. In some embodiments, the account is maintained in database 145 
and accessible to the merchant control 140 associated with the merchant. To pay for the 
service, the consumer is instructed by the merchant to contact a payment provider. 

[0091] At least some of this account information is transferred from merchant control 140 
to payment provider control 130 (block 548). The transferred account information can 
include the amount of payment needed to have the requested service activated and may be 
maintained in database 135 associated with payment provider control 130. 

[0092] The consumer then contacts the payment provider, tenders payment, and requests 
that the payment be forwarded to the merchant (block 550). Payment may be tendered to a 
merchant associated with the payment provider. Further, in some cases, payment may be 
facilitated by accessing POS device 110 located at a merchant location and in communication 
with payment provider control 130. Additionally, POS device 110 can be used to access the 
account information maintained in database 135. A display screen on POS device 110 may 
display the appropriate account information along with the required payment and any service 
fee. The consumer then makes the payment as provided on the display, and an identifier is 
issued to the consumer (block 552). For example, a receipt may be printed by a printer in 
communication with POS device 110 that includes the identifier. Conveniently, the identifier 
may be assigned to the account by the merchant when the account is created. 

[0093] The payment received from the consumer is then electronically transferred from the 
payment provider to a bank account of the merchant. This may be an ACH transfer 
processed under control of payment provider control 130. In addition, the payment 
information along with the identifier, is electronically transferred from payment provider 
control 130 to merchant control 140 (block 556). Upon receiving an indication that the 
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payment has been received by the payment provider, the merchant may then activate the 
requested service. 

[0094] Another embodiment of the present invention is illustrated as flow diagram 600 of 
Fig. 6. As illustrated in diagram 600, a consumer agrees to purchase services and/or goods 
5 from a merchant (block 610). The merchant collects consumer information to enter into the 
payment provider control (612). Information to be collected may include a wide range of 
consumer information including, among other things, the consumer name, address, telephone 
number, social security number, and the like. Some of the information may be entered into 
payment provider control 130. The merchant also may enter additional transaction related 
10 information, such as a description of the goods or services and the price, including taxes and 
shipping costs if applicable. The information entered into payment provider control 130, in 
one embodiment, defines a transaction request. 

[0095] Entry of information, data, or a transaction request into payment provider control 
130 may occur in a variety of ways through any interface 12 (Fig. 2). For example, entry 
1 5 may be made by entering into POS device 110, with or without a card reader, which is 

coupled to payment provider control 130. Alternatively, the merchant enters the transaction 
request through merchant control 140, which is linked to payment provider control 130 via 
communication network 120 (as shown in Fig. 1 A). 

[0096] In one embodiment, the merchant then provides the consumer with a transaction 
20 identifier and one or more payment provider locations (block 614). In a particular 

embodiment, the transaction identifier is provided to the merchant by payment provider 
control 130, such as in response to the transaction request. Alternatively, the merchant 
creates or defines the transaction identifier and provides the transaction identifier to both the 
consumer and the payment provider. In such cases, the identifier may include a receipt 
25 number, an invoice number, an order number, or the like, each with a variety of alpha- 
numeric and/or other characters. 

[0097] The consumer then provides a payment to payment provider 130 using the 
transaction identifier (block 616). This may involve, for example, the consumer physically 
entering the business establishment or location where payment provider control 130 is 
30 located, and tendering payment to payment provider control 130 or an operator who operates 
payment provider control 130. In some embodiments, the consumer must provide 
identification that matches that contained in the transaction request. This may be particularly 
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important, for example, when the goods being purchased have a legally defined age 
requirement (e.g., tobacco products, alcohol, firearms, or the like). 

[0098] In some embodiments, the merchant holds the consumer information in merchant 
database 145. In such a case, the merchant may provide the transaction identifier to the 
5 consumer and payment provider control 140. This may be particularly useful for consumers 
who wish to remain anonymous with respect to the payment provider. In this embodiment, 
the consumer provides the transaction identifier to payment provider control 130. Payment 
provider control 130 associates the transaction identifier with the merchant's transaction 
request to determine the amount the consumer must tender. In this manner, the consumer 
1 0 identity and/or the goods and services being provided need not be known to the payment 

provider. The payment provider database indicates that someone with a particular transaction 
identifier must pay a specified sum of money. 

[0099] Once the consumer has provided the payment associated with the transaction 
identifier, the merchant is notified that payment has been made (block 618). This notification 
1 5 may occur in a variety of ways, including for example, by an electronic notification from 
payment provider control 130 to merchant control 140. This notification may require an 
inquiry from merchant prior to notification, or alternatively occur without a merchant inquiry. 
The merchant, upon being notified that payment has been made, is available to provide the 
service and/or goods to the consumer (block 620). 

20 [0100] In accordance with the methods described in conjunction with Fig. 6, consumers, 

including unbanked consumers have a method for making payment for goods or services in a 
timely manner. For example, the entire transaction shown in flow diagram 600 may take 
only a few minutes or hours to complete. Further, the consumer may have multiple payment 
provider locations at which they can conveniently make payment. For example, if the 

25 consumer has limited mobility, or means of transportation, a payment provider location in 
close proximity to the consumer's residence or place of business would be desired. Further, 
the merchant stages a transaction as shown in blocks 612 and 614, which facilitates the ease 
of payment by the consumer upon the consumer's arrival at the payment provider location. 

[0101] The embodiment depicted in Fig. 6 will find a wide range of uses in the private and 
30 commercial sector. By way of example, the consumer may be viewing a televised shopping 
network (TSN) program or info-mercial having an item the consumer desires to purchase. 
Typically in these scenarios, the consumer contacts the TSN by telephone to order the 
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product. If the consumer has a credit card, the shopping network accepts a credit card 
payment via the telephone and, upon confirmation from the credit card company or ACH, 
ships the goods to the consumer. 

[0102] For consumers who do not have a credit card or desire another form of payment, the 
5 shopping network must wait for payment to arrive physically by check, money order, cash or 
the like. Payment from such consumers may arrive several days after the televised broadcast 
or info-mercial promoting the good. For transactions which proceed without complication, 
this may be an acceptable form of payment for the TSN. However, the likelihood the 
consumer may have "buyer's remorse" can increase the longer it takes for the consumer to 
10 pay for the good. Hence, it may be desirable for the merchant to provide a more expedient 
means of consumer payment. 

[0103] In the above example, the TSN would collect the consumer's information, such as 
by telephone. The TSN then enters a transaction request into payment provider control 130. 
Again, the transaction request may comprise some or all of the consumer information 

15 collected, a name or description of the good purchased, and a price to be paid. In some 
aspects, the consumer remains anonymous. Entry of the transaction request into payment 
provider control 130 may occur, for example, by entering the request into POS device 1 10 as 
previously described. The TSN then provides the consumer with a transaction identifier, and 
one or more payment locations. The consumer would make payment at the payment provider 

20 location. The payment provider control then notifies the TSN that payment has been received 
and the consumer may take possession or receive the purchased goods. 

[0104] In a particular embodiment more fully detailed below, the transaction request also 
may include a time limit by which the consumer must make payment. The transaction 
request would include this time limit so payment provider control 130 could determine if the 
25 consumer timely paid. 

[0105] Another example of the usefulness of the embodiment shown in Fig. 6 will now be 
described. In some circumstances, unscrupulous consumers have been known to order the 
same item from multiple merchants or sources, all to be shipped to the consumer and paid for 
in a collect-on-delivery (COD) fashion. The consumer then pays the merchant who first 
30 provides the requested good or service. The later arriving goods or services are rejected by 
the consumer upon delivery. As a result, one or more merchants who are not the first 
merchant to provide the good or service do not receive payment. These merchants also 
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typically have incurred expenses related to packaging, shipping, and/or insuring the shipped 
item. 

[0106] The method as shown in Fig. 6 will reduce or alleviate this concern for merchants, 
and may be particularly useful for merchants that transact business via the telephone, the 
5 internet, and the like. As shown in Fig. 6, the good or service is not provided by the 

merchant until the merchant receives a confirmation that payment has been received by the 
payment provider. 

[0107] Another embodiment of the present invention is depicted in Fig. 7 as method 700. 
In this embodiment, the consumer agrees to purchase a service(s) and/or a good(s) from a 

10 merchant (block 710). The merchant stages the transaction using POS device 110 and 

obtains a transaction unique identifier (ID) (block 712). In one embodiment, this transaction 
is staged in a similar fashion as described in conjunction with prior Figures. In one 
embodiment, the merchant obtains desired information from the consumer, possibly for entry 
into payment provider control 130 or merchant control 140. The merchant provides the 

15 consumer with the transaction unique ID and one or more payment locations (block 714). 
The merchant may, but need not, obtain the transaction ED from payment provider control 
130. The consumer then effectuates payment at the payment location of choice. Payment is 
associated with the transaction unique ID which the consumer, in one embodiment, provides 
at the payment location (block 716). In this manner, payment provider control 130 associates 

20 the payment with the transaction unique ID. The transaction unique ID may have a 

transaction profile associated with it containing necessary information, such as a description 
of the goods or service to be provided by the merchant. 

[0108] In one embodiment, a portion or all of the transaction ID corresponds to a particular 
consumer. For example, in one embodiment a first portion of the transaction ED identifies or 

25 is unique to a particular consumer, and a second portion of the ID changes from transaction to 
transaction. The merchant, payment provider system, and/or the consumer may view or have 
access to data, including historical data related to the consumer. Such data may include, for 
example, prior payments made; past transactions executed by the consumer, grouped either 
globally, by merchant, or the like; future payment schedules, such as may be required for 

30 installment purchases; information on late payments, non-payments or other defaults; and a 
myriad of other data. In this manner, the merchant, payment provider system and/or the 
consumer may track, view or search transaction data associated with the consumer, based at 
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least in part on the transaction ID. It will be realized by those skilled in the art that the 
consumer portion of the transaction ID also may be a separate identifier, and may be required 
to effectuate a transaction which in turn is identified by a transaction unique identifier. 

[0109] Method 700 includes a notification to the merchant that payment has been made 
5 (block 718). Alternatively, a portion or all of the payment may be transferred to the 
merchant, such as by electronic transfer to a merchant account. The consumer, in one 
embodiment, receives a receipt or confirmation (block 720) associated with the goods or 
services. In this manner, the consumer has a physical document or other payment 
confirmation which may be used in other embodiments of the present invention. 

1 0 [0110] The method as described in Fig. 7 will have a wide range of uses. In one 
embodiment, the merchant is an airline, or other transportation company. In this 
embodiment, the airline merchant stages a transaction for an airline ticket consumer or 
customer. The customer makes payment at the payment location (block 716) and receives the 
receipt or confirmation (block 720). In this embodiment, the receipt or confirmation may 

1 5 comprise an electronic ticket or e-ticket. The electronic ticket may then be returned to the 
airline at the departure airport on the day the consumer is scheduled to fly. In this manner, 
the merchant or airline stages the transaction with an airline customer without the need for an 
intermediary, such as a travel agent. Further, the customer can be a customer who does not 
have a credit card and must make payment via cash, check or by some other means. It will be 

20 appreciated by those skilled in the art that the customer, in this and other examples, may also 
pay by credit card, debit card or the like at the payment provider location. This may be 
desired from a customer view point, for example, if the customer needs additional time after 
scheduling the flight prior to making payment. It will also be appreciated by those skilled in 
the art that this particular embodiment is equally applicable to alternative transportation 

25 companies as well as a wide range of other businesses. For example, train travel, cruises, bus 
travel and the like all may be effectuated using method 700. 

[0111] In another embodiment, the merchant is a member of the lodging industry, such as a 
hotel, motel, resort, or the like. For example, a ski resort can reserve lodging and/or other 
activities for a consumer who contacts the resort, or a reservation service, by telephone or the 
30 internet. The reservation is placed, and the consumer is provided with one or more locations 
at which to make payment. Again, this may occur at a payment provider location, or at a 
POS device location. Once the consumer effectuates payment, the resort is notified and the 
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reservation is finalized. This may involve, for example, sending the consumer an itinerary or 
confirmation by fax, email, mail and/or telephone. The resort also may place a time limit on 
the payment, giving the consumer a specified period of time by which to pay for the 
reservation. If payment is not made within the specified time, the merchant may decide to 
5 accept partial payment, may cancel the reservation, or the like. 

[0112] In another embodiment, the consumer receives the designated good(s) or service(s) 
in block 720. This may occur, for example, in the event the good purchased by the consumer 
includes or consists entirely of information or data. For example, the good may be a 
description of how to solve a problem, instructions desired by the consumer, a paper or other 
10 voucher redeemable for a future good or service, other data packages, or the like. In such 
cases, the POS device and/or payment provider control may immediately provide the good, 
service, voucher, or the like, upon confirmation payment has been received. 

[0113] Still another embodiment of the present invention is described in conjunction with 
Fig. 8. In Fig. 8, method 800 includes the consumer agreeing to purchase a service or goods 

15 from the merchant (block 810). The merchant enters a transaction request into payment 
provider control 130 in order to stage the transaction. Again, the transaction request may 
contain some or all of the consumer information, information related to the goods and/or 
services, the merchant, and the like. Entry of the transaction request into payment provider 
control 130 may be effectuated by entry into POS device 110, merchant control 140, directly 

20 into payment provider control 130, and the like. 

[0114] In this embodiment, the merchant desires to place a time limit on the transaction by 
which the consumer must pay for the goods or service. This time limit preferably is entered 
into payment provider control 130 (block 812). The merchant then provides the consumer 
with a transaction identifier unique to the transaction request, consumer, requested goods or 
25 services, time limit, or the like. The merchant or payment provider control 130 further 
provides the consumer with one or more payment provider locations (block 814). 

[0115] The consumer attempts to make payment (block 816) at some later point in time at 
one of the payment provider locations. Payment may be attempted, for example, when the 
consumer provides payment provider control 130 with the transaction identifier previously 
30 received from the merchant. In this embodiment, payment provider control 130 determines 
whether the consumer's attempted payment has been made within the time limit (block 818). 
If the consumer has not made payment within the specified time limit, the payment, in one 
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embodiment, is rejected and the transaction is terminated prior to completion (block 820). 
The merchant is notified that the transaction has not been completed. In some aspects, the 
reason(s) why the transaction has been terminated is provided to the merchant (e.g., time 
limit expired before payment attempt, payment attempt with insufficient funds, no payment 
5 attempted, correct transaction identifier not provided, and the like). In this embodiment, the 
consumer will need to recontact the merchant so that the merchant, if desired, can restage the 
transaction in order to provide the consumer with additional time to tender payment. 

[0116] If the initial payment attempt by the consumer is within the time limit, payment 
provider control 130 accepts the payment (block 822). Payment provider control 130 also 
10 may notify the merchant, and/or transfer part or all of the payment to the merchant or a 

merchant account. In one aspect, the payment provider control 130 contacts the merchant if 
the consumer attempts to pay only a portion of the requested payment. In this manner, the 
merchant can decide if they will accept a partial payment. 

[0117] The embodiment depicted in Fig. 8 will have multiple benefits, particularly for 
15 merchants selling time critical goods or services. For example, the airline example described 
in conjunction with Fig. 7 may involve an airline which requires payment by the end of the 
same calendar day on which the consumer agrees to purchase the ticket. If the consumer 
does not attempt payment at one of the payment provider locations by the end of the day, the 
seat held for the consumer is released to the general buying public. The consumer then must 
20 recontact the airline merchant to restage the transaction. 

[0118] Another example of the benefit of Fig. 8 relates to the televised shopping network 
example described in conjunction with Fig. 6. For example, the TSN may want to sell a 
limited number of a particular item during the TSN broadcast. Most of the items may be sold 
by telephone to consumers having credit card information which is immediately provided 

25 during the TSN broadcast or rebroadcast. For unbanked customers, customers without credit 
cards, customers who desire an alternative payment method, and the like, the TSN can stage 
the transaction as shown in Fig. 8. In this case, the TSN can require that the consumer 
attempt payment at the payment provider location in a very short period of time, perhaps 
within a matter of hours or even minutes. By placing a payment time limit on the TSN 

30 consumer, the TSN may reduce or eliminate occurrences of buyer's remorse. The time limit 
also may assist the TSN in ensuring that all of the particular items are sold during the 
broadcast. For example, if the TSN intends to sell 100 identical items, 98 of which are sold 
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to credit card customers during the televised program, the two remaining items may be sold 
in accordance with Fig. 8. In this manner, the consumer may be required to pay for the item 
at a payment provider location prior to the end of the televised program. In the event the 
consumer does not complete the transaction by making the necessary payment at the payment 
5 provider location, the TSN can resell the two remaining items without the need for a separate 
broadcast. 

[0119] Another example of the benefit of the present invention involves the use of the 
methods of Figs. 6-8 for a utility company. For example, a utility such as an electric 
company, may have a delinquent customer one or more months behind in payment for 

10 electrical or gas service. A utility company official, meter reader, or the like may contact the 
customer by telephone, in person at the customer's residence, or the like, to inform the 
customer that service will be terminated unless payment is immediately rendered. The utility 
personnel then stages the payment transaction, such as shown in Fig. 8, and provides the 
delinquent customer with a transaction identifier. The customer then can make payment at 

15 the payment provider location within the time limit. Alternatively, the utility official can 
stage the transaction using POS 110, and accept payment. If the customer is unable or 
unwilling to do so, the utility may terminate service or take other appropriate action. 

[0120] In a similar manner, the methods described in conjunction with Figs. 6-8 may be 
particularly useful for individuals moving to a new neighborhood, city, state or country. For 

20 example, a college student moving out of state and establishing a residence on or off campus 
may have to arrange telephone service or other utility service. Typically, utility service for 
new customers, particularly customers with a poor credit history or no credit history, requires 
a deposit prior to service activation. Using the embodiment shown in Figs. 6-8, the utility 
can stage a transaction as previously described, and provide the student one or more payment 

25 provider locations at which to render payment of the deposit. Once payment has been 
rendered, the utility service can be activated. 

[0121] Another embodiment of the present invention may be understood with reference to 
Fig. 9, which depicts a simplified schematic of a method 900. Method 900 includes receiving 
a transaction request from a consumer (block 910). Method 900 may optionally include 
30 reporting the transaction request to a merchant (block 920). This reporting may occur, for 
example, in the event the consumer is initiating or completing a transaction with a merchant 
for a desired good or service. Method 900 further includes obtaining a transaction identifier 
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(block 930). In alternative embodiments, the transaction identifier is obtained from a 
merchant, and/or from a payment provider control. In another embodiment, the consumer 
creates or provides the transaction identifier. 

[0122] Method 900 further includes receiving payment associated with the transaction 
5 identifier (block 940). For embodiments in which the consumer consummates a transaction 
with a merchant, the payment may be received from the consumer or an agent of the 
consumer. Payment may be received at a POS device, a payment provider control location, 
via computer or telephone, or other device linked to a payment provider control, or the like, 
including by additional methods described herein. In other embodiments, however, the 
1 0 payment is not received from the consumer as further described below. 

[0123] Method 900 still further includes transferring payment to a designated recipient 
(block 950). In one embodiment, the designated recipient is a merchant, such as may occur if 
the merchant is providing the consumer with a good or service. Alternatively, the consumer 
may stage the transaction for an alternative designated recipient. 

15 [0124] One example of method 900 according to the present invention may involve an 
individual, such as a college student, who desires a certain amount of money. In this 
example, the student may stage the transaction as generally outlined in Fig. 9 by inputting a 
transaction request. This may occur, for example, by inputting the request directly into a 
POS device, a payment provider control, a computer or other device linked with a payment 

20 provider control, or the like. The student obtains a transaction identifier and associates a 
desired amount of funds with the transaction ID. For example, if the student needs two 
hundred dollars ($200.00) to purchase textbooks, the student may stage the transaction for 
this amount. Once the transaction has been staged, the student then provides the transaction 
identifier to a parent, guardian, sibling, friend, relative or the like, who the student believes 

25 will be receptive to the request for money. Assuming, for example, the parents of the student 
will be providing the funds, the parent(s) proceed to a convenient or designated location, 
which may include a POS device location, a payment provider control location, or the like. 

[0125] Payment is rendered as indicated in block 940 using the transaction identifier to 
ensure the payment is matched to the proper transaction. The payment is subsequently 
30 transferred to the designated recipient (block 950). In this case, the consumer (student) has 
designated themselves as the recipient. In this manner, the student can obtain funds for a 
desired purpose in a short period of time and with the assistance of the funds provider (e.g., 
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parents). The transfer of funds to the student or designated recipient may occur in a number 
of ways, including by transfer into a student account. Alternatively, the student may obtain 
the funds at a payment provider control location. In still another embodiment, the student 
stages the transaction for the book purchase, and the designated recipient is the merchant 
5 (e.g., bookstore). The student then may provide the transaction identifier to the merchant to 
confirm payment has been transferred and to obtain the textbooks. 

[0126] In an alternative embodiment, a third party stages the transaction. This may occur 
in the above scenario, for example, if the parent stages the transaction for the student. In this 
case, the parent may stage the transaction and also render payment. The designated 
10 beneficiary may be the student, the merchant, or both. It will be appreciated by those skilled 
in the art that the above example is one of a wide range of uses of method 900 within the 
scope of the present invention. 

[0127] The techniques of the invention may also be used to stage transactions relating to 
travel arrangements and to make payments for such travel. Such travel arrangements may 

15 include for example, travel tickets, including airline tickets, train tickets, cruise tickets, and 
the like. In a broad sense, such techniques could be used for essentially any type of ticket, 
including performances, sporting events, and the like. Once a reservation is made, the 
consumer is given an identifier and may then go to a money transfer location or other 
financial institution, give the identifier and make the payment. The ticket may be issued at 

20 the money transfer location or at another location. Such a system is particularly useful when 
the consumer wishes to pay for the ticket in cash, although the invention is not limited only to 
making cash payments. 

[0128] Referring now to Fig. 10, one system 1000 that may be used to make travel 
reservations and then provide payment will be described. To make a travel reservation, 

25 system 1000 includes a ticket reservation system 1010. This may be essentially any type of 
ticket reservation system, such as those operated by United Airlines, American Airlines, 
Ticketmaster, Amtrak and the like. To make a reservation, a consumer may contact 
reservation system 1010 using any of the techniques known in the art. For example, using a 
computer 1012 that is connected to a network, such as the Internet, the consumer may access 

30 a web site of a travel company and make a reservation. One example of such a web site is 
www.united.com operated by United Airlines. Alternatively, a consumer may contact 
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reservation system 1010 by a phone 1014. In such cases, the consumer may speak to a live 
operator, or could communicate with an automated voice response unit. 

[0129] When making the reservation, the consumer may give his or her name and a desired 
travel itinerary. When the appropriate itinerary has been selected, it may be saved in 
5 reservation system 1010. The ticket reservation system may generate a transaction identifier, 
or record locator, along with the amount of payment needed to purchase the ticket. 

[0130] Ticket reservation system 1010 is in communication with a host computer system 
1016. Appropriate inputs and outputs may be included in host computer system 1016 to 
permit it to communicate with other systems. As one example, host computer system 1016 

10 may comprise a Tandem or other large computer system and may communicate with 

reservation system 1010 using a virtual private network, dedication connection, or the like. 
The transaction message structure and protocol may be compatible with that of the ticket 
reservation system 1010. Host computer system 1016 may communicate with various 
computers, such as point of sale (POS) devices 1018, located at various money transfer 

15 locations, such as those operated by Western Union, or other financial institutions. Examples 
of POS devices that may be used are described in, for example, copending U.S. Pat. Appl. 
No. 09/634,901, entitled "POINT OF SALE PAYMENT SYSTEM," filed August 9, 2000, 
incorporated herein by reference. However, it will be appreciated that other computer 
systems may also be used, such as desk top computers and kiosks. 

20 [0131] POS device 1018 may be used when the consumer wishes to make a payment for 
the reserved tickets. Information such as the confirmation number, payment amount, 
consumer name and the like may be input into POS device 1018 and transmitted over a 
network to host computer system 1016, which in turn may communicate with ticket 
reservation system 1010 to verify the reservation. At the money transfer location, payment 

25 may also be accepted, and an indication of payment may be transmitted from POS device 
1018 to host computer system. In the case of credit or debit card transactions, POS device 
1018 may be used to handle the transaction as is known in the art. 

[0132] A printer 1020 may be used to print confirmation information or a receipt. In some 
cases, the confirmation may include information where the tickets may be obtained. In other 
30 cases, printer 1020 may be used to print or issue tickets. Alternatively, the clerk may 
distribute any purchased tickets. 
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[0133] Host computer system 1016 may also be used to facilitate transfer of the payment to 
the travel company. This may be done by transferring money using a banking system 1022, 
and more specifically to an account 1024 of the travel company. As one example, host 
computer system 1016 may send an ACH money transfer to the travel company's designated 
5 bank account. Other techniques include mailing of money orders, sending checks, and the 
like. Host computer system 1016 may also post the payment with the travel company's 
accounting system. This information may be used to reconcile payments made to account 
1024. 

[0134] Referring to Fig. 11, one method for making a travel reservation and for making 
10 payments will be described. In so doing, it will be appreciated that the steps may be 

performed using system 1000. In step 1030, a customer contacts an airline (or other travel 
company) to make a reservation. This may be done by calling the airline to make a 
reservation, by making a reservation using a web site, or the like. When making the 
reservation, the consumer may be provided with various payment options, including a 
1 5 delayed payment that is made at a money transfer location or other financial institution. For 
example, the consumer may be given the option of making a cash payment as shown in step 
1032, although the invention is not limited to only cash payments. If a delayed payment is 
requested, the consumer is given a record locator or confirmation number as shown in step 
1034. The consumer may also be given other information, such as the payment amount,, a 
20 travel company code (such as the name of the airline) and information on the travel itinerary. 
Further, the consumer may be given information on locations (including web sites and call in 
numbers) where the consumer may go to make the payment. 

[0135] At the money transfer location, the consumer may fill out a form to provide 
information needed to complete the transaction. As shown in step 1036, this information may 

25 include the record locator, the consumer's name, the payment amount, the travel company 
code and the like. This information is transmitted to a host computer as shown in step 1038. 
In addition, information such as a country code that identifies the country where the POS 
device is located may also be transmitted to the host computer. In step 1040, the reservation 
system is contacted to verify the transaction. By providing a travel company code, the host 

30 computer system knows which travel reservation system to contact. Information that may be 
transmitted to the reservation system includes the record locator, the consumer's name, the 
country code associated with the location of the money transfer location, and a currency code 
of the local currency for the money transfer location. 
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[0136] The reservation system validates that the consumer's reservation is eligible for 
payment and may also check to see that the fare quoted matches the fare at the point of sale 
where the payment is being collected. For example, the reservation system may check to 
make sure the reservation was not canceled or already ticketed. Optionally, the matching step 
5 may be performed at the host computer as described below. At step 1042, a response is 
transmitted from the reservation system to the host computer. The response may include a 
message specifically tailored based on the country where the payment is being made. This 
message may be generated based on the country code transmitted to the reservation system. 
For example, the message may be printed on the receipt and be specific to customers making 

10 payments in France. The country code may also be used to provide a toll free number, local 
number or the like for receiving customer service information (preferably in the country of 
the money transfer location). Other information in the response may comprise an expected 
payment in the same currency in which the reservation was ticketed, a currency code of the 
expected amount, any error messages, a response code and the like. In cases where the 

1 5 consumer wishes to make a payment in a currency other than the ticketing currency, a 

currency conversion may be calculated at the POS device. However, when settling with the 
travel company, the host computer system will provide the credit in the ticketed currency. 
This provides an easy way for the travel company to verify that the paid funds match the 
quoted price. In cases where the confirmation number is not validated, the error message 

20 may include a phone number for a customer service representative in the country where the 
money transfer location is located. 

[0137] At step 1044, the host computer system is used to compare the expected payment 
received from the reservation system with the payment amount entered at the money transfer 
location. If they match, a verification may be transmitted to the money transfer location as 
25 shown in step 1046. If not, an error message may be transmitted to the money transfer 

location indicating an expected amount as shown in step 1048. If there is an error, the clerk 
may re-enter the information as shown in step 1050 and then proceed back to step 1038 to 
repeat the process. 

[0138] If the transaction is validated, the payment is collected as shown in step 1052. A 
30 receipt may also be printed as proof of payment as shown in step 1054. The receipt may 

include a message specific to the location of the point of sale device as previously described. 
In some cases, the money transfer location could also generate or distribute the ticket. In 
other cases, the consumer may be directed as to where to go to pick up their ticket. In the 
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case of e-tickets, the consumer may not even need a paper copy of a ticket. The money 
transfer location may transmit to the travel company a confirmation that the payment was 
made. This may comprise a money control transfer number so that the ticket may be issued. 
In this way, the travel company has assurances that payment was made and can issue the 
5 ticket immediately, even before the money is actually transferred into the travel company's 
bank account. As such, the consumer may proceed directly to a ticket counter and receive the 
ticket upon arrival. 

[0139] As shown in step 1056, the payment is posted and transmitted to the airline 
company. At regular intervals, such as every 1 5 minutes, the host computer transmits to the 
10 reservation system any payment details and posting. Also at regular intervals, such as every 
one or two days, an ACH transfer of funds to the airline's bank account may be made by the 
host computer. Also, a listing of all payments from the previous day may be transmitted from 
the host computer to the airline reservation system to permit the airline to reconcile posted 
payments with their bank statements. 

1 5 [0140] The invention has now been described in detail for purposes of clarity and 

understanding. It will be appreciated by those skilled in the art that the examples described 
herein comprise a small subset of the possible uses of the methods in accordance with the 
present invention. It also will be appreciated that certain changes and modifications to the 
systems and methods of the present invention may be practiced within the scope of the 

20 appended claims. For example, a number of forms of system 100 may be implemented in 
accordance with the present invention. More particularly, system 100 can include any 
number of POS devices 110, payment provider controls 130, and/or merchant controls 140. 
Further, system 100 can be configured exclusively as an enrollment system, exclusively as a 
payment system, or as some combination of payment and enrollment system. Further, the 

25 functions of the systems and methods of using such are merely exemplary. Accordingly, it 
should be recognized that many other systems, functions, methods, and combinations thereof 
are possible in accordance with the present invention. Thus, although the invention is 
described with reference to specific embodiments and figures thereof, the embodiments and 
figures are merely illustrative, and not limiting of the invention. Rather, the scope of the 

30 invention is to be determined solely by the appended claims. 
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